How does the role of citizens change in the interpretation and production of national identity in an authoritarian political system? To explore the discursive role of the authoritarian political stability on public perceptions of their national identity, the study examines how categories of national are appropriated and internalized in identity talks among Belarusian citizens. The article presents a bottom-up perspective on national identification in Belarus based on the analysis of six focus group discussions with Belarusian citizens. The main objective is to observe which national practices hold symbolic significance to citizens and what meaning they invest when they replicate and re-enact different identity markers, bearing in mind the contingencies of the everyday life and the authoritarian political context. In my analysis I evaluate cross-group and intergroup discursive variations in responses and repertoires of the volunteered participants according to the principles of agreement and disagreement. The study suggests that public conformity with regime ideational practices does not equal political allegiance to the current political regime. Even when identity repertoires replicate the identity discourses from the official state ideology, citizens attach their own meaning and interpretations to these identity markers. However, I argue that the authoritarian context plays its role in the way identity repertoires are enacted and talked about. Integrating performative aspects of identity talks into my analysis, I observe how the participants consciously reflect on the sensitivity of political topics and how they prioritize politically neutral narratives.
Introduction
Discussions on Belarusian national identity have been perplexed by the lack of national consciousness among Belarusian citizens in the aftermath of state independence in 1991. This puzzling lack of national orientation has guided a significant number of studies on the history, culture and politics of the country, aimed at understanding which national identity mechanisms Investigating practices that include the process of establishing group boundaries and formulating shared meanings may enhance our understanding of societal discourses of identity within a given political environment.
This study examines the practice of quasi-public identity talk, which creates opportunities for informal exchange of opinions among people who have not met previously. This idea was developed on the basis of research into the role of political talk 10 . Unlike other social practices of communication, casual exchanges among strangers create an informal space for people to collectively define meanings that correspond to their group identity, while also interpreting political issues through the lenses of their own identity-perspective 11 . This practice has gained momentum with the development of focus group techniques in political ethnography that allow the collection of rich data on how people talk and react to certain topics and how they respond and elaborate their opinions and views. 12 My analytical approach draws on these developments, tailored according to the theoretical and empirical contexts of this study.
The views of Belarusian citizens on national identity have been studied through smalland large-N public opinion surveys using predefined categories of identification in structuring interview questionnaires. 13 While such an approach clarifies the degree of attachment that people feel towards specific identity elements, it cannot explain what they perceive as their national identity or what elements they prioritize in defining their feelings of national belonging. I focus on ordinary citizens' interpretations of identity through the practice of public talk. I organized and conducted six focus groups with a total of thirty-six Belarusian citizens in Minsk during JulySeptember 2015 on the theme of national celebrations. That topic is sufficiently distanced from politics for participants to engage in informal talk, while also allowing discussions on identity without forcibly stretching the main theme.
How the stability of the political regime impacts the way people structure their behavior and opinions has been examined in a few exploratory studies. 14 The practice of public talk employed in my study formulates a more nuanced perspective on how an authoritarian political context conditions everyday language, and helps to unveil a power structure of regime ideational practices that stipulate criteria for acceptable public talk. Given the political circumstances and social dependencies in Belarus today, people can be expected to display awareness of how to perform public talk and which elements can be communicated only by "hidden transcripts." Lukashenka. The shared meanings of Belarusian identity that emerge in focus group discussions have one distinctive similarity -they are determined by non-conflictual stances on the nation.
Conversations on identity in Belarus: from predefined groups to identity practices
Belarus, often associated with the longevity of the authoritarian rule of the president A.
Lukashenka, entered the process of nation-building as a newly formed istate with no prior institutional or social memory of independence. Those formative years of independence presented researchers with an empirical puzzle -the country that selected the path of reinventing the Soviet legacies as a building block of the state collective identity. 16 While some grieved at the collapse of the USSR, stronger objections were raised at the prevalence of the post-Soviet political elites. This created political space for a populist candidate to win the popular vote, with enough political capital to shift the ideological dimension of national politics.
The divisive political rhetoric and the duality of political symbols that still coexist have also established the idea of two competing national narratives in Belarusian society. 18 Those narratives are taken as the main terms for discussing national identity in Belarus; they also become initial references for researchers who approach the field expecting to find internal tensions in people's national identification along ethnic identity markers. As one focuses on finding manifestations of nationhood and ethnicity through predefined categories, empirical examples confirming the established notions will follow, 19 especially in a symbolically contested field as Belarus.
Interpretations of vernacular identity practices through predefined ethnopolitical categories, including characteristics of "ethnic" and "civic", fall short of understanding political contingencies of social practices in the Belarusian case. For example, the notion of the onelanguage-based criterion for defining "Belarusian" ethnic identity 20 fails to capture the impact of the politicization of the Belarusian language over the years and, most importantly, the conditions under which language can become an important identity signifier. 21 In societies with a large-scale discrepancy between language practice and identity, people display cultural attachment to the language they do not use in everyday communication. Acknowledging cultural significance of the language as mother tongue has impact on cultural preferences not just in connection to language but also to national identity politics, including symbols, memory, citizenship, and foreign policy.
In addition, radical positions on polarizing identity issues in politically challenging settings that might hinder inter-group cooperation are often replaced by non-conflictual stances.
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Language is not the only fluctuating identity marker in the Belarusian case, which has to be addressed in a study on national identity. Comparing geopolitical preferences of Belarusian people over the years, the survey data combined with focus group discussions showed that people had grown in favor of foreign policies that "respected state sovereignty and yielded practical benefits." 23 The multi-vectoral position in foreign policy, which promotes cooperation with different countries and is closely associated with the Belarusian government's stance, has 18 Two ideas of "Belarusianess" that feature in Nelly Bekus Struggle over Identity represent elite discourses on national identity. One idea of "Belarusianess", which is also a foundation for the state ideology, is attributed to the discourse of the Belarusian government. The alternative idea, articulated by the Belarusian nationalist movement, is presented as a counter-narrative to the official discourse. 19 The critique on the use of the concepts constructed from above is presented by R. Brubaker and F. Cooper, "Beyond "Identity"," Political restrictions on socio-political studies and public opinion surveys in the country 27 and institutional censorship, including self-censorship, increase costs and efforts for researchers working in the field. As a result, researchers concentrate on a more easily accessible groupuniversity students, thus limiting the scope and the impact of a study. There is a need not only for an alternative way of looking at the subject of vernacular national identities but also for a change in the conversation on Belarusian identities -the one, which departs from discussing the level of national identification and explores how national discourses are used by people.
Without recognizing when and how "national" matters, researchers can reinforce the construction of "groupness" in a political and social context where public perceptions may be structured by different practical concerns, organizational routines and social expectations 28 
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I focus on the aspects of the national framing and the language of Belarusians, examining the practice of "identity talk" developed from studies of political talk in the USA. 35 Public discussions and deliberations among people activate a range of discursive, cultural, symbolic and experiential references that provide perspectives for tackling complex and abstract problems. 36 My interest lies in comprehending the ways people communicate their own understandings and narratives of the nation to others and how they are able to reach common terms as well as to work out their disagreements. To recreate this in a quasi-public but controlled setting I developed a methodology that allowed me to observe how focus group participants discussed and negotiated the meaning and content of Belarusian national identity. and marking the boundaries of national identity towards those who could be identified as outsiders, external "Others". However, I avoided identifying the external "Other", using broad generic terms like "someone else", a "person who has no knowledge of Belarus". This allowed the participants to define the "Other" on their own terms. The questions, phrased in Russian, 41 were posed to discussants as follows in Table 1 . I wanted to reach ordinary Belarusian citizens, not any established social grouping.
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Participants were not acquainted with each other prior to taking part in this study. I developed a questionnaire for pre-selecting participants via telephone interviews and used moderate financial incentives for attracting the public who would often be unwilling taking part in opinion surveys or focus groups.
In order to integrate the political context, I relied on two factors in my theoretical sampling: (1) generational perspective as a way of including people who share similar socialization experience; and (2) the type of social dependency that an individual has vis-à-vis the state. For homogeneity in the focus groups, I was looking for similarities in participants' socialization experiences, concentrating on the following criteria: age, education, employment and type of contract, parents' employment and type of contract and participation in public celebrations.
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Each group had six participants, with equal gender representation and was so designed that participants shared some socialization experiences. 41 While the majority of participants indicated Belarusian as their mother tongue (also as a bilingual option), Russian language was preferred for everyday communication; attention has been paid to wording, colloquialism, and linguistic switches. 42 I sought participants outside my wider social network, looking for people with different social experiences of living in Belarus. 43 Only those who said that they had taken part in state celebrations in course of the last three years were selected. The second aspect is participants' location in the established system of the "social contract," 44 used as an indicator of how an individual can be affected by the management and redistribution of resources by the Belarusian government. 45 The type of contract with the state is an important parameter that indicates the individual's social, financial and political dependencies on the current political elite, whether in a public service job, in a state-controlled enterprise, or through a state-sponsored university scholarship. These two parameters are closely interlinked, as they both contribute to structuring personal experiences of socialization in Belarusian society.
Thus, while these parameters cannot establish clear-cut categories of social groupings, they may serve, though, as instrumental heuristic devices for interpreting the responses of focus group discussants.
To stimulate debate, I sought to ensure diversity of opinions by asking potential participants about their (5) choice of celebrations and (6) choice of national symbols. These recruitment approaches resulted in the following six groups, presented in Table 2 . The question for discussion was specifically formulated to allow a broad theme and meaning of Belarusian identity. Participants were often inclined to formulate an exhaustive list of identity markers and first associations concerning Belarus. Here it was important to let the enumerations continue until participants turned to discussing which aspects of identity held 44 In this study I see the "social contract" as a political-economic trade-off agreed to by citizens in order to receive the benefits of a certain social position in exchange for obedient political behaviour (See S. White, "Economic Performance and Communist Legitimacy," World Politics, 38 no. special significance and priority. Once salient issues and conflicting topics had emerged, it was possible to establish which elements elicited general agreement or disagreement, the discussion could then move on to the second set of questions.
How to approach the analysis of identity talk?
When people engage in the process of negotiating specific meanings, they selectively use certain terms and references in their speech, while disregarding others. Analysis of references and terms may help in determining the framework of interpretation 46 used by discussion group participants in assigning and negotiating the meaning of their identity. As participants were located in the same context and were asked to respond to similarly phrased questions, it was instructive to observe how social practices of public talk varied across the groups and among the participants. I
analyzed practices of talk through the concepts of agreement, focusing both on intra-group and then on cross-group identification, and of contestation, looking at formulations that possibly indicate polarizing issues among the participants.
As for a methodological tool suited for interpreting complex rich data that could move beyond the discussion topics and enable comparison of frameworks of interpretation between individual participants and groups, I turned to assumptions about human behavior informed by discourse theory in social psychology 47 and the sociolinguistic theory of semantic variations in everyday talk. 48 Discussing matters argumentatively influences how people express their opinions:
by criticizing, arguing and justifying they appeal to accepted common-sense elements and commonplace references presumably endorsed by a larger social group. 49 People interacting with each other in communicative settings enact their habitual practices of talk and display behavioral patterns customary on such occasions. The next step in understanding the practice of everyday talk involves observing how these habitual practices and common-sense references vary among participants and groups. 46 A framework of interpretation is a value system based on the assumptions of reality as shaped in pervasive process of socialization and then sustained and modified in daily interactions, as defined by P.L. Berger and T. I mapped the associations and the identity markers discussed, combining them into general consolidated categories. To structure the analytical approach, I referred to the points noted on the flip-charts; these were displayed so that participants could keep track of the discussion and return to more controversial points, which were specifically marked. These notes on identity markers presented the skeleton of the discussions, indicating the salience of the topics that were most controversial or important. I could then combine the most reoccurring parameters of identification: the "land," "state," "people," ethnic identifiers and achievements.
I start by presenting the discussion according to general thematic blocks of how participants spoke of identity and approached it in negotiating identity markers. Structuring the analysis in this way enabled me to establish the presence of discourse agreements and disagreements across individual participants and groups, and to observe how the practice of identity talk was interpreted and framed.
While this study builds on observations of participants' interpretive frames interacting in public talk, I in my roles as a researcher as well as a moderator, also contribute with my own interpretive framework. The experiential dimension of communicative practices embraces potential intersubjective disagreements about the meaning of an observed phenomenon. 52 With the ethnographic sensibility 53 of both an insider and an outsider, I attempted to formulate a deeper contextualization of participants' everyday language by locating the historical and cultural references that they used in formulating their symbolic constructs. In addition, I relied on personal judgement in making sense of omitted phrases, jokes and silences during sensitive moments of the discussions. Nevertheless, I recognize that the article is limited to analytical generalizations of how symbolic meanings of national and ethnic can be deliberated in everyday communication, given current social and political circumstances in Belarus.
Identity markers in focus group discussions

Geographical imagination: nature, landscape and the attachment to the "land"
In the focus groups, the element which featured most prominently and extensively concerned the geographical characteristics of Belarus. Discussants formulated a rather broad category of references and identity markers that were linked to the process of picturing and imagining "the Another aspect of such imagining concerned the geographical positioning of the country on the Eurasian continent. This featured only partially as an independent identity marker in discussions, mentioned as a supporting argument in search for other identity distinctions (FG1, FG6) and also used in connection with the perceived lack of international awareness and recognition of the country. However, for the discussion in one group (FG2), placing Belarus among bigger geographical entities, Europe and Russia, and negotiating the geographical and political proximity to a certain region was used as a way of assigning other characteristics that could not be explicitly mentioned, as Extract 1 illustrates. Belarus in geopolitical space. Whether using the name of the president or widely accepted descriptives, such as "the Sun-like" (FG6) or the "father- figure" (FG4) , to avoid directly mentioning the name, participants assigned to this figure a symbolic identity value. A potential problem with this association lies in the fact that the president becomes somehow equated with the state, in turn backing up his leadership status. Once the president was mentioned, group discussions always came to a halt. Controversies surrounding the figure of the president would be reduced to insider jokes, silences and humorous remarks about avoiding politics when the discussion was being taped.
Other notable points from the discussions involved reconstructing how Belarus is perceived from the outside. Characteristics of Belarus as being a closed country (FG4) that limits the number of people visiting it, and the presence of international businesses and companies (FG1), indicated that the country itself was identified with the existing authoritarian political system. Other participants noted the high and increasing numbers of police forces in the country and the tight security control (FG1, FG2, FG5 ). This shows that discussants were aware of how the state maintains tight political control over the country, and that this differentiates Belarus from other countries. It became clear that participants felt dissuaded from participating in public events because of the security patrols and other measures of control employed in connection with such celebrations.
The "people" of Belarus and their qualities
The idea of national belonging is deeply rooted in the construction of a sense of community of the people. Participants were encouraged to describe what the Belarusian "people"
are like and what qualities can be assigned to them. In trying to project certain qualities onto the whole population, participants were elaborating constructs and terms in which they were taught to perceive their fellow citizens. One term that emerged in all the focus group discussions was "tolerance" (FG1, FG2, FG4, FG5) as a way of portraying a peaceful and adaptive character.
However, the idea that a certain type of Belarusian "mentality" exists made sense only for the older groups (FG4, FG5, FG6 ), where discussants underlined the non-aggressive aspect of
Belarusians and Belarusian national identity. The continuation of the discussion from Extract 5 led the group FG6 to conclude that the essential element was the fact that Belarusian identity is non-aggressive towards other nations.
However, in FG4, a similar discussion about aspects of Belarusian "mentality" and character yield the opposite results: participants held disrespect and disregard for the people with limited abilities and elderly are highly evident, as discussed in Extract 6. People with differentiated abilities are excluded from the public space as well as not represented in elite discourses on national identity, which use images of fully able, even sportive, bodies with assigned biological roles. 58 Reflecting on the meaning of tolerance, discussants recognized that some people, particularly people with Aware of recent events in Ukraine, the focus groups recognized the Belarusian language as a significant marker of Belarusian identity. In the pre-interview stage, only four out of thirtysix participants stated that they used the language regularly; seven indicated Belarusian as their mother tongue, and fourteen chose the bilingual option of Belarusian and Russian. However, the discussions showed language to be the crucial element in marking identity boundaries and differentiating participants from any close "Others", as discussed in Extract 8. Even if Belarusian is not used in daily communication, command of the language is what substantiates belonging to this specific land, state and people. It conveys the cultural elements of Belarusian society through such a simple practice as mentioning a few Belarusian phrases.
Extract 8: FG1
FG1/6: Regarding independence, I would mention the language. Without the language there will be no independence. With no language, there will be no self-identification, and without self-identification, there is no difference. What would distinguish us from Russians? It is only the language. We can't invent anything else… absolutely nothing. FG1/5: The single thing that can distinguish us is our language. Other symbols...? Maybe, it is the [Belarusian] marshes. Every country has its own features which are used to depict their beauty. We have the marshes. Our language we are losing. If no one in the [state] machinery doesn't start doing something, we will become more dependent, and not independent. FG1/5: The language is our culture, history and our original way of living. If we lose the language once and for all, we will lose everything, our identity. What will be left? -Only the name of the country "Belarus"? FG1 For the younger cohort language becomes not just a marker of belonging, but also a symbolic element of independence and sovereignty marking imagined borders to the closest "Other." Since the language is not in active use, preserving it is seen as a political decision for sustaining the Belarusian community. For the older groups the language issue was not so salient, but discussants acknowledge that the language as such is what differentiates them. Participants noted that there are some differences in Russian pronunciation by Belarusians. The discussion in FG6 also indicates that use of the language is associated with the experience of being local and living there for some prolonged time, as a way of being connected to Belarus and its life. This accumulated experience of living and adjusting to changes in the country is what the participants associated with language and belonging. When discussants refer to ethnocultural elements, they did not differentiate between symbolic references used by the state officials and alternative discourses. For example, the ornament on the state flag is equated in symbolic value with ethnic ornaments for embroidered clothes used by alternative cultural groups. The same is true about ethno-cultural festivals and cultural events, which could be organized either by city authorities, state museums or alternative cultural groups and commercial banks and companies. This supports the argument that some components of ethnocultural identity are mixed with elements of the state identity project in vernacular identity narratives. 63 Once politicized, some ethnocultural elements have lost its political relevance in a stable authoritarian state. It is also due to rebranding initiatives of the state authorities that integrated new designs and projects into the country national brand. 
Historical imagination
The element of historical imagination -the cornerstone of origin myths as to how a nation acquired independence -was not salient in discussions. The groups used generalized terms, like "our common history", or mentioned historical monuments and figures, but there was no narrative of how the Belarusian nation achieved independence in a sovereign state.
Historical elements used as an identity indicator were references to Belarus as "the Partisan Republic" (FG3, FG5, FG6) , acknowledging of the role of Belarusian partisan movements in World War II. Such an association links perceptions of identity with the state discourse of the war, which emphasizes the sacrifice of the Belarusian people and the heroism of the partisan movement during the war. 65 Popular discourses of identity convey and adopt the state narrative of the war. Discussions in the focus groups showed that memories of the war were a central, even sacred, element in thinking about the past. However, wartime memories were not prioritized or mentioned as significant identity markers.
Comparing identity perspectives: the strategic role of a new generation
Analysis of the various identity markers mentioned during discussions showed a rather homogeneous framework of interpretation in talking about identity (see Table 4 ). As participants were free to move the discussion in any way they wanted, the fact that they stayed within a limited range of identity markers indicates a shared value-system applied in defining what it means to be Belarusian. On the other hand, the way that participants prioritized some aspects over others and discussed the salience of specific identity markers presents intra-group and crossgroup identification and contestation.
The major point of agreement across focus groups and participants concerned identification with the territory and natural landscapes of Belarus. This attachment was not limited to descriptive aspects of the land, but should be recognized as a culturally refined category featured in Belarusian popular culture. Moreover, participants potentially see this identification as politically neutral, without the difficulty of potential controversies.
A second point of general agreement is associated with sport achievements. Any significant wins by top Belarusian athletes or teams participants considered as proud moments for Belarusian identity. Such an event places Belarus on the international map and enhances recognition of the country -especially important for the younger generation. Moreover, it appeals to unity, as also this type of identification is deemed apolitical. Any contestation in negotiating identity markers starts when discussions shift to more sensitive subjects. Most participants embraced the identification with the "state." However, some wanted to draw a distinction between being a Belarusian citizen (holding of a Belarusian passport), and personal feelings of belonging to Belarus. All the same, the core element of agreement across focus groups and participants was that their identity as Belarusians is defined by a sovereign independent state with internationally recognized symbols fixed in the Constitution. Whether state symbols should be perceived as national created some disagreement. All focus groups, except for FG4, had one or two participants who were keen on separating the state symbols as official representations of the country from the symbols which, to them, defined their national belonging. Those participants (FG1/4, FG1/6, FG2/4, FG3/1, FG4/6, FG6/1) who strongly contested such identification with state symbols were mostly members of the younger generation (under 35), except for one FG6 participant. With participants in FG2 and FG5 there were similarities in how their identity was defined by their connection to the independent state with its symbols and the political system, thus indicating that they shared a similar interpretive framework.
From the perspective of generational differences, we can note a shift in identity discussions -from negotiating the meaning and characteristics of the "people," to talking about the importance of ethnic identifiers, like the Belarusian. For the older generation, the "parent generation," recognition of having experienced the country's transition formed an important part of their identity. Members of the younger generation tended to search for identifiers that would sharpen the distinction between Belarus and other countries, especially from the closest neighbours, and would improve its international. International recognition of Belarus as an independent sovereign state with its unique characteristics is meaningful for the younger groups.
Thus, the Belarusian language is slowly gaining a new role within the younger generation as an important signifier of their national identity. When discussions turned to the issue of the language, the very process of negotiating its importance convinced more sceptical participants about the role of the language in establishing the boundaries of national independence (FG1, FG3, FG4). This also means that members of the younger generation discover and formulate their personal attachment to the language on their own, as the previous generation was socialized in different linguistic environment. What we may observe today is the slow process of rediscovering language as an identity marker.
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What characterized discussants with more nuanced opinions on identity markers was their exposure to a range of news sources and information. Those who had indicated during the interview stage that they used a diverse set of news outlets and sources were more inclined to engage in debate with other participants and to bring up controversial and contested issues like the ambiguity of national symbols, and the role of language and cultural values. Further, those who identified with a religious minority group -either Catholic or Protestant (and not Eastern Orthodox) -were particularly aware that different discourses exist within Belarusian society.
Performing identities in public talk: acceptable public speech
While identity markers offer a perspective on what Belarusians choose to talk about when discussing identity, it is essential to recognize the practice of talking and deliberating as an additional factor of the identity puzzle. The discussions reported here unfolded in a controlled and unnatural conversational environment with participants responding to the moderator's occasional questions.
My attempt to switch smoothly from the main topic of public celebrations to identity was never easy, since participants were puzzled and confused by the question of identity. When I redirected conversations to issues of identity, discussants fell silent for several minutes and prompted me to rephrase my questions several times. A discussion generally started with listing things that held some significance or association with Belarus, but these elements were not structured in a specific narrative or a storyline. Participants evidently found the question of identity puzzling and out of the ordinary. However, this also helped to make participants who The triggering element for the focus groups was when discussions shifted to political sphere, politicized issues expressed as general criticism of or disagreement with the discourse of the current Belarusian leadership. Some specific references, like mentioning the president or describing the political system, often led discussants to more controversial points that would require elaborating on political position, which is not a part of the public transcript. Whenever the discussions reached that point, in each focus group there was a person who would try to redirect the conversation back to an acceptable public transcript. Such attempts were phrased as signals to the other participants about going off public transcripts: "We don't talk about politics" (FG1), "Let's not discuss politics" (FG6). Others would point out that the discussion was being recorded: "There are cameras here, so let's not discuss it" (FG2).
Another strategy to signal to other participants that they had crossed into a sensitive subject was to use silences, gesturing, remarks and euphemisms -the elements impossible to interpret without the contextual support of people's interaction even noting those moments on the record. Having these elements in a focus group communication indicated that the participants shared a deeper understanding of what should not be mentioned in the transcripts. Topics here included mentioning of the president in any form, and political attitudes about the opposition and public protests. It also became clear that sensitivity arises not with the fact of talking about politics but with displaying a political opinion on the Belarusian leadership. However, the 67 The term "hidden transcript" as conceptualized by J.C. Scott (in Domination and the Arts of Resistance) characterises a discourse that is displayed when there is no fear of being controlled or observed by a power holder. Hidden transcripts consist of different gestures, comments and practices that stay out of public scrutiny.
participants felt free to address and criticize organizational and administrative problems in the country, as long as they did not assign any responsibility or blame.
From the performative perspective of how participants reacted to political topics, it was possible to make a distinction between the groups whose members are more dependent on state contracts, on the one hand, and individuals that were more independent concerning study and employment contracts, on the other. FG4, with mid-level professionals from the public sector and state-owned companies, took great care to follow the public transcript. The overall communicative dynamic of the majority in this group was to present publicly acceptable narratives: any potentially critical and controversial voices were simply kept silent.
The group with the oldest members, FG6, used the techniques of redirecting the conversation away from political subjects as a general compromise among participants. By contrast, the younger groups FG1 and FG2 preferred to use hidden references and euphemisms to avoid mentioning sensitive topics. However, the communicative interaction in FG2 slowly allowed the participants to feel more comfortable about going off the public transcript and voicing some controversial opinions regarding national symbols and political control. The group of managers working in the private sector, FG5, restricted their critical remarks to some jokes and anecdotes about the political situation in the country, but felt more comfortable distancing themselves from politics and the political sphere. Whereas the group of independent and selfemployed professionals (FG3) was open to discussing some controversial points regarding identity and sensitive political topics, participants in this group felt a need to distance themselves both from the state ideology and from the current Belarusian leadership.
Overall, performing identity talk in quasi-public settings necessarily activates the public transcripts among all participants, with avoidance of any politically sensitive topics. Discussants in FG1 and FG4, who often were mobilized to take part in events organized by the Belarusian authorities, were more conscious about going off the public transcript. They preferred to replace certain remarks with silences or "hidden" references. Participants in FG2, FG3 and FG5 showed some similarities in how they performed public discussion. They chose not to display any controversies in discussing politically sensitive matters, but were more open in their criticism of the public policies of the Belarusian government.
Conclusions
When scholars talk about Belarusian national identity, Belarus is portrayed as a struggle of identity discourses, competing on the uneven field of the autocratic regime. The existing scholarship recognizes the hegemonic status of the Belarusian government's discourse due to the state capture of main communication channels and administrative resources. The academic debate also acknowledges symbolic and cultural roles of alternative discourses on national identity from influential cultural and political groups in the country. This academic construction of politically and culturally polarizing discourses has conditioned research inquiries into Belarusian national identity. However, what has been heuristically separated in academic discussions does not necessary manifest itself in such polarizing form in people's communications.
When Belarusian people talk about identity, their discussions are circumscribed by social interactions, context, everyday concerns as well as exposure to various sources of information.
The complexities of everyday communication shows that people can resist and respond to ideologically charged discourses in creative and meaningful ways in autocratic political conditions.
The practice of identity talk in the quasi-public setting of a focus group discussion explores blurred boundaries between a range of identity markers and meanings of identity among people.
The main contribution of the present study is to point out that people's perceptions of identity represent nuanced and context-dependent interpretations, which cannot be limited to theoretically determined identity groupings.
By examining the practice of identity discussions in Belarus, we see that people are receptive to a range of identity discourses and adopt those that make sense to them with regard to correspondence with other religious, social and political identities that they hold. People formulate their own interpretations and meanings "through the situations and routines in which they sometimes borrow from official political discourse but do not mechanically model their thoughts and actions on them." 68 Having access to alternative, as opposed to governmentcontrolled, sources of information and perspectives allows some counter-frames as well as resistance mechanisms to emerge and to influence people's perceptions in private and semiprivate settings.
In quasi-public and public contexts, Belarusians attempt to distance themselves from the value system that could offer a foundation for collective actions in democratic mobilization efforts.
What consequence does it have for the future of Belarus? The previous models of democratic mobilization that used national symbols and discourses protesting the Belarusian autocratic government have been losing public support and a political momentum. Some symbolic representations diffused into cultural mass production, creating recognized images, slogans and symbols. However, the Belarusian government has not stayed inactive. It has invested in country rebranding, integrated some new symbolic representations and supported sport activities and influential Belarusian sportspeople. In public discussions, younger people avoid associations with the political dimension but refer to some ethno-national elements, such as the Belarusian language, historical figures and events and ethnic ornaments, to make sense of their "Belarusianess." Probably, future democratic protests in Belarus will become more issuedriven and less identity-based as it was during the previous years.
